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The rain hadn’t let up since she’d gotten on the road that afternoon. The sky remained a purple-blue bruise of slowly drifting clouds, spitting fitful showers that turned the narrow mountain road into a slick, serpentine ribbon of gray. The old Corolla rattled over every pothole. Its tires whined around every mountain curve. Water blurred the windshield. The rhythmic thump-thump of the wipers, a metronome-like sweep, revealing yet another curve of pavement cut through the forest shrouded in mist. 

Lori’s knuckles were blanched white gripping the steering wheel, her focus on the twin beams of light cutting through the gloom. The car smelled of stale air and wet wool. A damp chill seeped through the doors, raising goosebumps on her arms. The clock on the dashboard burned brightly. 2:37 am.

She squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed them. Her back ached, and her ass hurt. But, according to the GPS, she'd be at the rustic mountain cabin she'd reserved for the weekend in about twenty minutes. 

If she didn’t slide off the road before then.

The GPS, an optimistic female voice, announced, "In two hundred feet, turn right onto Forest Service Road 7."

Lori squinted. 

Her lights swept across a road sign. A faded, splintered thing, almost swallowed by the encroaching woods. The turn was a tight one. A gravel lane, more of a path than a true roadway. Dark, spindly branches scratched along the car's fenders as she inched forward. The beams of her headlights danced across the trunks of ancient-looking pines. Their needles heavy with water, each a tiny, shimmering prism of reflected light.

A sudden flash of lightning and a boom of thunder shook her.

"Oh, shit!"

Her heart raced. Never so thankful to have a drive over than at that moment.

Through the trees, she could see it. 

A dark silhouette against the angry swollen sky. A log cabin straight out of Abe Lincoln's Illinois. A clearing in the front where the path looped around in a circle. The headlights swept the front of the structure. Built on a concrete foundation, the windows were six-paned and double-hung, with dark shutters. Her lights reflected off the dark glass. The entire place just under one thousand square feet, according to the online Airbnb information. 

Finally, crunching gravel, she came to a stop, parking a few feet from the stone porch steps.

Lori killed the engine, plunging her world into the percussion of rain. With duffel bag in hand, she got out. Rain pelted her with the force of tiny knives, soaking her shirts in seconds, plastering her short brown hair to her forehead. 

She ran up the wooden steps, her boots leaving dark, wet prints on the wood. 

"Terrific.” Lori shivered, shaking off the water. “This place better have a good shower and hot water.”

The stone chimney from one side caught her attention. Smoke coiled from it. A plume of gray that looked almost black against the churning, stormy sky. Odd, she thought, knowing her booking didn't allow for the owners to be present. 

Maybe they set it up to warm the place for her before her arrival. At the moment she was too chilly and drenched to care. She jammed her finger at the keypad, entering the passcode given her.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

The lock clicked.

She grabbed her duffle and pushed the door open. 

Stepping inside, the wide oak planks groaned under her feet and the hinges creaked as she swung the heavy door shut behind her, cutting off the storm. 

The air was warm, smelling of woodsmoke, a dying fire burning hot, red embers in the hearth. She dropped her wet duffel bag by the door. It made a wet, plopping sound. She stripped off her wet sweater, leaving just her light blue, sleeveless t-shirt on, nearly as saturated. Heavy with rain, she hung the sweater on the wall hook. Water dripped from it onto the hardwood floor, each drop a loud tick in the extreme quiet.
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